The Shawshank Redemption
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Directed by Frank Darabont
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The Shawshank Redemption 
Director Frank Darabont. 1994.
Categories

· Medium: 

· novella then film adaptation then television, video and DVD

· Purpose: 

· profit from screenings in cinema and on TV, video/DVD sales

· entertainment which allows us the pleasure of ‘escaping’ from everyday reality through fantasies

· emotional release gives a feeling of intensity which may be lacking in our lives. Cathartic release.
· Form

· Mainstream. A feature film with medium budget $25m (budget allowed building of prison set but not major stars or extensive CGI)
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· Genre

Generic hybrid

· prison film

· typical iconography of the genre (characters, locations, props)

· typical narrative of prison film i.e. oppression and escape
· biracial buddy film

· young/old male wisecrack their way through the action; biracial films have black/white crossover appeal.
· caper film

· criminal(s) plan a complex con that will set them up for life

· melodrama

· battle between good and evil with cathartic resolution

· Style

· classic narrative style (Establishing shot, shot/reverse shot – although ES often omitted)

· Tone

· serious, but wry dialogue lightens bleak subject matter.

· nostalgic tone at the start (Inkspots ‘If I Didn’t Care’) establishes that this is old-fashioned ‘good story’.
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story is meant to inspire (Video cover: ‘Fear can hold you prisoner; hope can set you free’)

· uplifting ‘happy’ ending

Language

· Technical codes 

· story all-important and style unobtrusive

· clear chain of cause and effect – each scene linked to next by dialogue/voiceover and/or causal linkage

· unobtrusive editing – generally continuity editing without ES – style or economic reasons?

· mess hall scenes in first 2/3 of film may have ten or more camera set-ups and use continuity editing but at the end they use Steadicam with maybe only 2 set-ups – due to fears of running over-budget

Cultural Codes

· Art Deco font in titles and Inkspot’s song evoke nostalgic feeling plus establish time and place

· posters of Rita Hayworth, Marilyn Monroe and Raquel Welch to show the passage of time and changing representations of female sexuality

· biblical references will mean more to Christians
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Anchorage

Voiceover

not much action in film, so Red’s voiceover is needed to move story along and explain what Andy is feeling

Music

Thomas Newman’s score moves from ‘cold’ synthesised music at the start (connotes the harshness of the prison) to more ‘human’ orchestral and piano music when Andy escapes. Rock and Roll music represents the passage of time and the youth and rebellious nature of Tommy.
Narrative

1. Classic Movie Narrative

· The world of the film, a status quo or equilibrium is established at the beginning of the film. We have a white Western society of 1940’s. The hero and main character Andy is introduced who is an intelligent and rich banker. 
· His world is disrupted. He is sent to jail for the murders of his wife and lover.
· The story continues as Andy attempts to restore equilibrium and resolve the conflicts, problems or enigmas. This is the main part of the film and includes problems such as surviving prison life, dealing with the Bogs and the Sisters, building the library, giving financial advice, organizing the Warden’s scams and laundering the money, working against institutionalism, getting a retrial, spreading his message of hope, planning his escape and getting revenge on his captors and helping his friend Red.
· At the end of the film these conflicts, problems and enigmas are worked out. A new world of the film, status quo and equilibrium is established. Andy is free, rich and living his dream of doing up a boat and taking his friends fishing. His friend Red has joined him. It is the resolution of these conflicts, problems and enigmas from which the audience gets pleasure otherwise the film would be judged to be a failure. 
2. Thompson’s Turning Points
· Film historian Kristin Thompson has analysed Hollywood films from 1910s-1990s and found that they generally have a 4-part structure with major turning points providing the transitions between the parts:

· set-up: Andy imprisoned and is alone 

· turning point 1: Andy advises guards and gets beers for the men
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complicating action: Andy is integrated into the institution and helps Brooks improves the library; on release Brooks hangs himself because he is ‘institutionalised’

· turning point 2: Andy declares his non-institutionalisation by playing Mozart for the men

· development: Andy helps Tommy and learns that Tommy can prove his innocence

· turning point 3: Tommy is killed on the orders of the warden

· climax: Andy escapes, the warden shoots himself, Red is released, Red and Andy are reunited

3. Barthes Codes

· action code

· typical of prison genre e.g. routine of prison life, meal times, exercise, work, violence, parole hearings, escape.

· enigmatic code

· major enigmas: will Andy be proved innocent or ever get out? Will Red get parole?

· semic code

· the connotations of the prison (‘one part prison, two parts castle of Frankenstein’, ‘Gothic quality that draws the eyes skyward’) - connotations of religion and horror 

· referential code

· the use of film star posters to indicate the passage of some 20 years (Rita Hayworth, Marilyn Monroe, Raquel Welch) 

· biblical references

· music of the period and later periods
· symbolic code

· freedom versus imprisonment, humanity v brutality, hope v despair

5. Hero’s Journey – Joseph Campbell suggests there are a number of stages a hero has to deal with on a journey between the Ordinary and Extraordinary World.
· Ordinary World 
Opening music indicates era the story is set in. Hero Andy is introduced. Development of Hero's character and the Romantic Challenge [the court hearing; details of his wife's murder; did he kill her?] 
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Call to Adventure 
Hero forced out of his Ordinary World by the judge who sentences Andy to two life sentences. 

· Crossing the Threshold    The Extraordinary World of Prison. [The bus brings in Andy].
Hero’s Journey continued…
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Approach the Inmost Cave 
Andy and other prisoners line up inside. 

· Tests, Allies, Enemies
Prison induction. Meeting Captain Hadley, a vicious bully. "maggot shit", "new fish". Hadley truncheons a prisoner in the stomach. Test of who will be the first to break on the first night. Hero meets allies [Brooks asks for the maggot for Jake, the crow]. Red is introduced.
· Refusal of Call   Hero uncomfortable in this New World. He stays quiet for months.
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Meeting the Mentor
Mentor's great capabilities (narration tells us that Red can "get anything;")
· The Ordeal
Bogs and the Sisters. Andy suffers being beaten up and raped.
· Road Back
Andy proves himself useful to the guards who give him protection and then becomes Norton’s indispensable accountant. 

· Resurrection 
The State awards Andy full funding for a library; change of clothing and new glasses.
· Reward Andy cleans out Norton's bank accounts and sends in the incriminating evidence. Norton and Capt. Hadley pursued by police
· Return with Elixir Andy collects Norton’s money and goes to Mexico with freedom to live. Red joins him.
A simplified version is the Monomyth. Joseph Campbell has suggested that underlying the myths of society there is a Monomyth – the hero’s quest.  A hero enters an underworld, fights the forces of evil with the aid of helpers and a wise old man.  He defeats evil and returns to the everyday world with boons to bestow to his fellow.  TSR follows this structure. 
Preferred Reading of Narrative
· Darabont has said that he believes you make your own luck by determination and effort; you must believe in yourself no matter how bleak things seem.  This is why he liked Stephen King’s original novella.

· Andy: ‘Get busy living or get busy dying’

· Video cover: ‘Fear can hold you prisoner; hope can set you free.’

· By believing, you can advance. You can make it happen and be redeemed. 
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Representation
Gender Representations
· Selection

· The prison world in which women are absent (the feminine man ‘Fat Ass’ is the first ‘fresh fish’ to freak out – he is ‘feminised’ by having fulsome breasts)

· Portrayal

· women are seen as objects of desire; film posters, film clip

· Andy’s wife is seen as unfaithful and treacherous 

· The portrayal of masculinity can be expressed in binary oppositions (male versus female, hard v. soft, unemotional v. emotional)

· Ideologies

· masculinity is an expression of discourse of machismo

Ethnic Representations
· Selection

· Red is black (Morgan Freeman) – as well as being an Oscar-winning actor, he increases crossover appeal.

· Portrayal

· race is not portrayed as an issue in Shawshank.  Was it felt that this would be too disturbing an issue to have in a feel good movie?  

· Red is ‘inferior’ to Andy (criminal and uneducated v innocent and educated)

· Ideologies

· lack of racial conflict expresses ideology of US as ‘melting pot’.

· representation of Andy and Red can be seen as expressing discourse of white racial superiority (but also it simply replicates the inequalities of 1940s)
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Representations of Prison
· Selection

· most of film set in prison

· social background of prisoners is not represented 

· Portrayal

· prison brutal and dehumanising

· crime seen as fault of individual rather than caused by social conditions

· typical of Hollywood narrative – one outstanding individual escapes

· Ideologies

· expresses individualist ideology of USA – individual solutions to institutional and social problems
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Representation of Evil
· Selection 

· The Warden presents a religious man who would like to see his inmates rehabilitated by the power of God

Representation of Evil continued…
· Portrayal

· The Warden does not care about his prisoners

· Bible and cross-stitch used to hide true persona.

· Uses inmates as slave labour for his work programme.

· Does not allow Andy to leave prison, and kills Tommy the only person who could testify to Andy’s innocence.

· But he is beaten by Andy and takes his own life.

· Ideologies

· Evil and corruption will be overcome
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Representations of the American Dream

· Selection

· TSR focuses on individuals, mainly Andy

· Portrayal

· Andy is an outstanding individual whose intelligence and hard work leads to his escape

· Ideologies

· expresses individualist ideology of the USA – anyone with talent and hard work can succeed i.e. make lots of money

Discourses

1.
Shawshank is a place of permanent confinement and institutionalism 

Its system strives to eliminate the tiniest of hope of freedom from their prisoners. Shawshank’s system is shown through the character Brooks. He has been in prison too long to know how to function on the outside world.  Red says,
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“These walls are funny…first you hate them, then you get used to them, then you depend on them…that’s institutionalized.”

· “They send you hear for life, that’s exactly what they take, the part that counts anyway.”

· “In here he’s somebody, out there he’s nobody.”

· When Red and Andy hear the news of Brooks’s death, Red’s reaction is, “He should have died in here.”

· Brooks should have died at home
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The parole board represents how Shawshank’s prison system is a force of institutionalism.

· Red’s parole hearings
· Routineness of his answers, “Yes sir…without a doubt…no danger to society here.”

· Close-up of “Rejected Stamp.”

· Viewers can see the cold-blooded murderer in Red no longer exists.

· They know he is a changed man, a good man, but yet the parole continues to deny him the freedom he deserves.   

2. 
Andy is working against Institutionalism

· Andy hangs on to the life he lived before he was sent to prison.

· Montage of taxes for guards

3. 
Andy has hope. Fear can hold you prisoner; hope can set you free
· He spreads it throughout prison by playing music

· Montage of prisoners listening to record player

· Giving the Harmonica to Red after his parole is rejected

· Instrument of music

· Andy tries to give Red hope so he can avoid the same fate as Brooks

· Red will not play it for Andy - later on when he is alone in cell, he gives it one small whistle

4. 
Get busy living or get busy dying

· Andy recognises the importance of having hope and living for something, or else life is not worth living. 
· Andy refuses to sit in his cell for 60 years and wait to die.
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The hope of one day returning to the outside world is what allows him to regain his freedom at the end of the film.

· His escape is his rebirth. (Symbolic rebirth with the fluid in the pipe, being squirted out to freedom and being cleansed by the rain). 
· He is redeemed.
Audience

· Target audiences

· seems to be aimed at older film-goers e.g. 40 plus who don’t generally like action blockbusters – use of 1940s-1960s music and movie stars backs this up

· however, the film got an MPAA R rating (restricted, adult accompaniment for 17 or under) because violence and rape implied rather than shown

· biracial pairing implies black/white targeting

· Why then is movie popular with all ages and genders?

· perhaps it engages with the ‘structure of feeling’ of many people who feel trapped in oppressive situations (school, work, family life, …) – TSR gives the fantasy of escaping from an oppressive reality to the sun with lots of money
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film seems to have special appeal to Christians in the USA. (strange given some of the content). But evil is beaten, having hope to reach another ‘better life’ and redemption are central ideas. A Pharisee in the Warden ?
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Audience Differential Decoding
Audiences decode texts in different ways:

· dominant decoding: agree with preferred meaning

· negotiated decoding: partial agreement with preferred meaning e.g. accepting the meaning but resisting Christian interpretation

· oppositional decoding: disagree with preferred meaning seeing it as expression of dominant ideology e.g. seeing it as an expression of dominant ideologies of USA

· non-decoding: seeing it as irrelevant

· African-American critics have criticised Freeman’s casting as being typical of Hollywood

· Film-goers whose taste is for art movies with more experimental style and plotting find TSR dull

Society 

When considering society you need to consider two things.

1)
What was happening in society when the text was made.

2)
What was happening in society when the text was set.

How can we see either or both factors influencing the text?

Impact of society on film
Anything from the society in which the text was made or set that affects the content of the text.

•
The film begins in 1947, Maine (America)

Societal Context - The position of African Americans

Topic One

•
In 1947 many African Americans were disenfranchised

•
This means a huge amount of African Americans were not encouraged or allowed to vote

•
The civil rights movement had not yet begun so African Americans had no voice 

•
Jim Crow laws still in existence in the South

•
African Americans still viewed as “other”

Topic Two

•
Maine is in the North of the country, very small African American population, i.e. in the 1990s it was 0.5% so unlikely this would have been larger in the 1940s!

Does the film reflect this? 
Be careful – if you select African Americans as second class citizens for Representations you cannot refer to the same evidence again!

Analysis

Code 1 - Dialogue - At Red's final parole he tells the board: "There's not a day gone by I don't feel regret."

Analysis – This line indicates that Red is the only guilty person in the prison, this is significant as he is also one of the only African American individuals in the prison. The text is suggesting that only black people are guilty, they are inferior to their innocent white counterparts.

Code 2 - Dialogue - When Red first sees Andy he describes him as "That tall drink of water with the silver spoon up his ass." This dialogue suggests that Red, and all African Americans are of a low social class with a limited education compared to their superior white counterparts.

Code 3 – Welcome to Shawshank sequence – Medium shot of Red and his gang watching the new prisoners arrive. Red is in the foreground of the shot.

The composition of the frame suggests not only that Red is an important character, and the leader of his gang but also that he stands out in the crowd because he is one of the only African Americans in the prison.

Code 4 – Tracking shot of the prisoners jeering the new arrivals. As the camera tracks there is only one African American face in a sea of white faces.

This shot suggests that African Americans are very much in the minority. They almost don’t exist and don’t have a voice. This actor stands out.

Societal Context - The prison system

• The film shows the audience of the brutality of the prison system at that time. (Code 1)

• Prisoners are institutionalised and therefore dehumanise its occupants. (Code 2)

• People believed if you did a bad thing then you were a bad person, no consideration re. nature and reasons behind a crime. More interested in retribution than rehabilitation (Code 3)

Does the film reflect this?

Code 1 – 
Code 2 – 
Code 3 -  

Societal Context - Homosexuality

• Hugely frowned upon within society.

• Homosexuality was, essentially, illegal in the state of Maine until the 1970s before a law was repealed (this means binned).

• No such thing as gay marriage.

• If you were gay you had to keep this secret as you could become a potential target of homophobic abuse.

Does the film reflect this?

· Code 1 – 20:12 Music – As Andy showers he is approached by a gang called ‘The Sisters’. As they imply that they may rape him the music changes tone. The same two keys on a piano are repeated on the piano and there is a low woodwind instrument playing. This music plays later when Andy escapes.

· The music creates a moody and eerie atmosphere to suggest the Sisters are dangerous. The music implies, in a way, that gay people are dangerous and not to be trusted.

· Code 2 – A long shot of ‘The Sisters’ in the prison yard shows them standing on bleachers above everyone else. They are staring intently at Andy.

· This suggests that these gay men are predators, waiting for the right moment to attack Andy. It also suggests that gay people are isolated and left out of normal society.

· Code 3 – Dialogue – Red says the following about ‘The Sisters’ – “You’d have to be human first” – His words suggest that these gay men are sub-human and perverted.

Exam question

It can be very useful to consider the time and/or place in which a media text was made or set.

a) Describe significant ideas from the time and/or place of the media content you have studied. (4)

b) Explain, in detail, how this content reflects these ideas. (6)
Institutions

· Produced by Castle Rock Entertainment – mini-major who make films to be picked up for distribution by majors

· Had a ‘mythic journey’ story which appealed to studio executives 

· Castle Rock Entertainment believe in the right of artistic integrity and gave Darabont right of final cut but ‘persuaded’ him that his first cut was denying the audience a ‘happy ending’ – the pleasure of seeing Andy and Red re-united (the original had an open unresolved ending where Red was seen on bus to Mexico wondering if he would see his friend again)

· In King novella, the film being watched was The Lost Weekend; too expensive to use so they used Gilda (cheaper but better as it starred Rita Hayworth)

Internal Institutional Context

· Darabont’s first feature film so he was teamed with leading cinematographer Roger Deakins 

· Shoot took 57 days and every day over-budget cost $120,000

· Deakins came up with economic and creative solutions to shooting when the film was about to go over-budget e.g. final mess hall scene shot with Steadicam rather than using separate camera set-ups (cheaper but also more creative as it introduced variety); also just two camera set-ups used in Warden Norton’s ‘inside out’ programme (again elegant solution came from of financial constraints)

· The Mansfield State Reformatory in Ohio was used for the exterior shots.  However the prison is now derelict and improvements had to be made prior to shooting.  The interior shots were done on a stage as it was cheaper to do so than to renovate the interior of Mansfield prison. 

· Test screening led to cutting of some redundant scenes but still 22 minutes over preferred 2 hours

· Film cost $25m and gained $18m on first release.  Re-released when gained seven Oscar nominations – took $10m domestically.  Phenomenal success on video/DVD and when screened on network TV. It has become of the most successfully video and DVD rentals of all time. 
External Institutional Context

· Gained R rather than NC-17 rating in USA which meant that teenage audience could see it. NC-17 rating would have been given if scenes of violence or rape had been explicit and this would have reduced potential audience (e.g. exclude teens and put off 40+) 

· UK cinema rating was 15. DVD rating is 15.
· All scenes containing Brook’s crow were monitored by the American Humane Association.  They objected to the feeding of a live maggot to the crow during a scene, as they considered it cruel to the maggot.  A maggot that had died from natural causes was found to complete the scene. 

1995 Academy Awards, USA Nominated
Oscar Best Actor in a Leading Role - Morgan Freeman 
Best Cinematography - Roger Deakins 
Best Film Editing - Richard Francis-Bruce 
Best Music, Original Score - Thomas Newman 
Best Picture - Niki Marvin 
Best Sound - Robert J. Litt, Elliot Tyson, Michael Herbick, Willie D. Burton 
Best Writing, Screenplay Based on Material from Another Medium - Frank Darabont

Was up against Forrest Gump, Pulp Fiction, and Speed and so won nothing but was re-released because of the number of nominations.
In 2002, The Shawshank Redemption was voted the third greatest film ever made in Channel 4's 100 Greatest Film Poll.
Technology


· Limited budget meant only a small amount of CGI was possible

· harnesses were digitally removed from rooftop scene

· lightning over prison during escape is digital effect

*


*


*


*
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For the anoraks
Whilst The Shawshank Redemption is a beautifully made movie, there are a few mistakes. Some are listed below. This information should not be part of any answer! It’s just for fun.

· In the year the story is set federal income taxes were due on March 15th, and not April 15th as they where stated. 

· When Warden Norton shoots himself under the chin, the scene changes to a wide shot.  The bullet hole moves between the scenes.  Frank Darabont admits that this was a mistake.  In 2004 at the 10 year anniversary of the Shawshank Redemption, this scene was fixed as it bugged Frank Darabont.
· On the newspaper headline announcing the corruption at Shawshank Prison, the word "indictment" is misspelled as "indictement". 

· When Red sits in the hay field in New England, the sound of a Cactus Wren is clearly audible.  Central Texas would have had the nearest Cactus Wren. 

· During the aerial shot at the beginning of the film, the new jail is visible. 

· When Red is riding on the bus going up the hill, a car which does not belong to that period is visible in a driveway. 

· When Tommy enters the yard to talk to Warden Norton about confirming Andy’s innocence, the Warden offers Tommy a Marlboro cigarette.  The packet has Marlboro Miles on them, which only appeared during the 1990’s. 

· When Brooks holds Heywood, and holds a knife to his neck, blood is visible on one shot, but then disappears in the next shot, before appearing again. 

· Red’s hat falls to the sand after it is blown from his head by the wind.  The next scene shows his hat further from the sea then Red had originally walked. 

· Warden Norton gives Andy a pie on a plate in a pie box.  When Andy and Red are eating the pie, the box is the same but the plate is different. 

· Andy goes to the bank to withdraw the warden’s money.  A man is standing at the counter talking to a teller.  As Andy leaves the bank, the same man walks up to the teller’s window. 

· As the Warden gives his “Inside Out” speech, a CP-16R camera with a new style magazine is visible. 

· When the driver drops Red at Buxton he says “Here it is”, but the drivers lips continue to move after the sound has stopped. 

· The recording of "Le Nozze di Figaro" is from 1968, after the movie’s setting. 

· Brooks hangs himself by kicking a table from below his feet.  His feet barely fall at all.  In the next shot we see that he should have fallen much further. 

· The poster of Rita Hayworth that Andy has on his cell wall is from a collection of celebrity posters from the early 1960’s.

· When Red is reading Andy’s letter, we see the letter from the written side which has horizontal creases. When the scene changes, we see the letter from the back and the letter has vertical creases. 

· When the cells are tossed, Andy’s small stone-works are knocked by prison guard Hadley.  The Bishop changes position between shots. 

The Shawshank Redemption – Notes on Key Aspects

